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CONFLICTING HISTORICAL VIEWPOINTS: NO. 14 
Why Was the Atom Bomb Used on Japan?

Soon after the destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, President Truman’s mother commented: "I'm glad Harry decided to end the war. He's no slow person. He gets where he's going in short order." But where was he going? More particularly, was the decision to level the Japanese cities purely a military one, or did it have political and diplomatic dimensions as well? Was the use of the "ultimate weapon" designed to defeat Tokyo or to intimidate Moscow? In short, did the Cold War with the Soviet Union begin before the hot one with Japan ended?

  For a decade and more, these questions have stirred scholarly debate. In Truman's own Memoirs (Vol. 1, 1955) and the writings of his Secretary of War, Henry L. Stimson (Harper's Magazine, February 1947), the decision to bomb the island nation was described purely in humanitarian and military terms. In Stimson's words, the nuclear devices were used "in order to end the war in the shortest possible time and to avoid the enormous losses of human life which otherwise confronted us. . . ." Some scholars, however, questioned the candor of the president and his secretary. Among the earliest to do so was P. M. s. Blackett, a British physicist whose Fear, War, and the Bomb (1948) asserted that "the dropping of the atomic bomb was not so  
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much the last military act of the second world war as the first major operation of the cold diplomatic war with Russia."

  Blackett's conclusion won support from Gar Alperovitz, a Harvard scholar and one time State Department employee who sharply criticized the Truman administration's Atomic Diplomacy (1965). Drawing heavily upon Stimson's own diaries, he addressed the question of "the influence of the bomb on certain questions of diplomacy." Admittedly, the reverse question - "the influence of diplomacy upon the decision to use the bomb" - could not be answered from available sources. Yet he found evidence that "strongly suggests" - and he so implied in much of his book - that the weapon was used chiefly to demonstrate American power and, thereby, to make the USSR more manageable in Central and Eastern Europe.

  The critics of Truman's "atomic diplomacy" have critics of their own. Michael Amrine, author of The Great Decision (1959) and other studies of American atomic policy, condemned Alperovitz as a "cold-blooded cousin of . . . Dr. Strangelove," and charged that his thesis was based on unsubstantiated and highly convoluted conjecture. The distinguished diplomatic historian Herbert Feis agreed with Amrine. In his own study, The Atomic Bomb and the End of World War 11 (1966), a revision of an earlier work entitled Japan Subdued (1961), Feis concluded that Secretaries Stimson and Byrnes were aware that the A-bomb might not only "subdue the Japanese" but also "monitor Russian behavior." He warned, however, that this awareness should not be "distorted" into accusations of "atomic blackmail," saying "the impelling reason for the decision to use [the bomb] was military."

  The most recent and balanced addition to the controversy is Martin Sherwin's A World Destroyed (1975), a thoughtful analysis of the complex interactions of science, policy, and diplomacy. Although placing himself closer to Alperovitz than to Feis, Sherwin disputed the revisionist thesis that the bomb was used primarily, if not exclusively, to impress the Soviets. The American nuclear arsenal was created solely to win the war, he argued, and Truman used it to that end. But Sherwin also believed that both Roosevelt and Truman intended to wage atomic diplomacy against the Soviets. Discovering an unsuspected degree of continuity in American wartime and postwar policies, he contended that Roosevelt, perhaps not less than Truman, shared Churchill's deep suspicions of Stalin's intentions. Together, the wartime president and prime minister secretly plotted to retain exclusive control of atomic energy as insurance against postwar Soviet ambitions. The Anglo-American partnership died with Roosevelt, but his successor continued short-sighted wartime nuclear policies that, in Sherwin's view, contributed to the origins of the Cold War. Thus, whether through cause or effect, the end of one war and the beginning of another were one.
